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Rotarian Eric NeSmith presented John Marshall, Head of School for Rabun Gap Nacoochee School, to speak to the Rotary Club of Highlands. Marshall, a member of the Rotary Club of Clayton, has addressed Highlands Rotary in the past and is always a welcome speaker. This year, Marshall chose to address the state of education in the public school system and in particular in the State of Georgia.

Public schools educate more than 80% of the children in the US and have been the bedrock of this country being a global powerhouse. Marshall himself attended public schools through 12th grade. His parents attended public schools outside Pittsburgh and were the first in their families to have college degrees with his father earning a PhD and later becoming President of Florida State University. 


Today public schools are the hallmark of our country and provide the best hope for raising children out of poverty by giving them the opportunity for a better life. The economic recession gripping this country has put a tremendous burden on the public school system as students and families look for lower cost educational options in public schools and universities.


Marshall emphasized that his concern and those of many in education is whether or not public schools are preparing children for increasingly competitive, world-market, work skills. US scores on standardized tests are in the middle of the pack or worse than developing countries in Western Europe and Asia. US test results are much worse compared to China, India and South Korea. Rabun Gap Nacoochee School has a fair number of students from Asia who have impressed Marshall with their work ethic and self discipline - making them some of the school’s strongest and hardest working students. 

Focusing on the State of Georgia, Marshall pointed out that Georgia’s SAT test scores released in August 2008 showed that scores had dropped for the second year in a row placing the State 47th out of 50 states. This decline occurred across all components of the test – math, reading and writing. 

Center for an Educated Georgia statistics show that Georgia’s public high school graduation rate has been significantly below the national average. From 1990 to 2005 the graduation percentage declined 10% ranking Georgia second worst in the country in graduation percentage.

Since Governor Sonny Perdue’s administration took office in 2003, spending on the public school system in Georgia has declined by a cumulative $2 billion and massive cuts for this year have been approved by the General Assembly. Many states are reducing funding to education at a time when the demand for educational services and improvement has never been greater. As a result class sizes are increasing; cuts backs are occurring in arts, music, special education and, in some instance, virtual educational options are replacing traditional classroom teachers.

Many states colleges and universities are capping their enrollment at a time when the demand for services has substantially increased due to demographic growth and as families search for lower cost alternative to private colleges. Marshall said that recently he visited his Alma Mater, UNC-Chapel Hill and learned applications were at an all time high and slots available were at a ten year low.


Are we facing a grim reality in education or is there an opportunity to be found? Teaching, in today’s economic environment, is drawing more attention and more stature but still pays poorly. A parameter of the “teaching effect” shows that a quality teacher has more impact on students learning than class size or any other in-school variable. The recognized problem is how to test for or predict a quality teacher, however current rules for tenure – three years- work against the case for quality teachers, as do, teachers’ unions.

Grim reality or opportunity for education? Marshall advocates that we must make the economic crisis the case for education: the future is children and their future is education.
